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Territories of Trash

Foreword

For many Americans, the days leading up to
quarantine during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020
was their first experience with resource scarcity. A
generation of Americans who had never before seen
empty grocery store shelves had to reassess their
consumption strategies, conserve material, adapt,
and reuse. There was a run on toilet paper, but also
on baby chicks and seed packets as people with
the space and means took on the prospect of
needing to be self-reliant. In the unprecedented
events during which this thesis was written, day-today life changed drastically, and has primed us to
re-evaluate our material flows.

8

9

Territories of Trash

Introduction

What if we couldn’t bury our waste in landfills in the

animals. They can be parking lot dumpsters, sidewalk

United States, and we couldn’t export it to another

trash cans, the ephemeral weekly emergence of

country to be processed?

curbside collection bins, and bustling, noisy local
transfer stations. Each of these spaces of disposal can

Where would we put our trash?

be thought of as an existing typology in trash

Given recent changes in policy and increasing

and cultural associations. My goal is to reimagine

environmental concerns, this is less of a hypothetical

typologies to provide a means of highly visible,

thought experiment, and more of an impending

participatory, and destigmatized disposal and recovery

problem.

at the neighborhood scale. These speculative solutions

Common sense tells us our first step to addressing this

will not exclusively involve the implementation of new

issue would be reducing waste. Indeed, in a culture of

technology. The reimagined Trash Territories will be

excess consumption, there are certainly behavioral

embedded in their social, economic, and ecological

adjustments to be made. But laying full responsibility

contexts.

management, with its own set of conditions, problems,

on consumers feels inequitable, and the solution of
universal zero-waste lifestyles in America isn’t as
near-future as the problem of our looming garbage
crisis.
All human societies throughout history have produced
trash. In our current system, items which are deemed
unwanted or useless to one person ultimately become
a public burden to be shipped elsewhere.
What If instead of treating trash as an unsightly burden,

Recycling centers, dumps, and composting

facilities should not be designed as separate
spaces at the edges and margins of our

landscape. These spaces of disposal must be

designed to directly overlap and integrate with

our spaces of acquisition and consumption: our
retail shops and grocery stores.

we treated it as a social, economic and ecological

In this way, the relationship between our consumption

resource?

and disposal habits becomes an embodied, spatial

What would that look like?

experience, and the scale of our impacts is made

What would that smell like?

visible and tangible. We also capitalize on the social

This is the scenario entertained in “As a Matter of

aspects of resource exchange, and create more

Trash”. Currently, spaces of disposal are marginal, edge

opportunities for intervention, reuse, and diversion in

spaces selected and designed for invisibility and

the traditionally linear and invisible waste disposal

immediacy. They are designed to be accessible to

system.

vehicles, and minimize contact with people and
10
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Framing
Concepts
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TRASH MATTER
The conversation about solutions begins by
redefining our vocabulary. One key framing concept
driving this work is a shift toward viewing “trash” as
a resource and by granting it a new label, “matter,”
that acknowledges its inherent value.
This carries two primary connotations. The first is
that much like trash, matter is ambiguous. Everything
is made of matter, but unlike trash, it is not
subjective. Matter suggests certain scientific laws,
like “the conservation of matter,” which lends itself as
a metaphor in exploring the cycling of materials. The
second is that “matter” has a dual meaning in the
English language - matter as a noun, and matter as a
verb. If something matters, it has value.
This change in terminology would also force greater
specificity - everything is matter, so we would have
to name “glass matter”, “ferrous matter” or
“biomatter” - giving an item an identity but leaving its
user purpose ambiguous.
Trash is worthless, but Matter matters.
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BLENDING SPACES OF
CONSUMPTION AND DISPOSAL
Another key concept is that of blending our spaces
of consumption and disposal. Our current system
relies on boundaries and edges to keep disposed
material out of sight and out of mind within our built
environment. A proposed design approach for
disposal would utilize gradients and overlap.
Metaphorically, we understand that the base of a tree
can represent one such blended space: the tree
disposes of leaf litter in the same zone its roots
absorb nutrients.
Leaves falling from a tree land around its base so
that they can be reabsorbed into the roots. Pioneer
plants taking root in a barren, disturbed site, and
their accumulating detritus provide not only the
nutrients but also the structural support for new
organisms to grow.
A redesign of our disposal spaces must place them
in proximity to spaces of consumption, to offer
users the experience of participating directly in the
flows of their household materials. This also makes
visible the realization of value from discarded
matter.
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DESTIGMATIZE REUSE and
INCREASE VISIBILITY
We also must consider visibility - as an “out of sight,
out of mind” approach perpetuates ambivalence.
The true scale of our wastefulness is unknown to us
because once we take out the trash we have no
occasion or motivation to notice it. In fact,
interacting with items once they’ve been placed in a
designated disposal space is socially subversive.
Terms like “scavenging” carry negative
connotations. Over a century of social conditioning
in America has taught us that only the most poor
and desperate seek resources from the discards of
others. Institutions like Goodwill and the Salvation
Army successfully facilitate the donation and
exchange of used goods, but not without imparting
the context of charity.
Spaces of disposal are deliberately designed to be
simultaneously convenient but also tucked out of
sight. Dumpsters are a highly used facility for any
apartment community, but often blocked from view
with vegetation or fencing. The act of disposal is
treated as distasteful, and interacting with or in
certain spaces of disposal is considered deviant.
In order for a redesign of our relationship with
disposed matter to be successful, disposal needs to
be socialized and visible. Spaces of disposal and
exchange need to be designed as unique focal
points in our built environment. They must be both
visible and accessible.
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Cultural
Context
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The History of Trash in the
American Landscape
Throughout American history, our cultural attitude
toward trash has actively shaped and reshaped
our landscapes and built environment. Trash has
been thrown into our oceans, into pits, and down
empty mining shafts. Trash has been buried in our
backyards and enclosed in massive mounds. Trash
has piled high to create mountains, and stretched
along coastline and marshes as construction fill,
literally forming new ground for cities built on trash.
Trash has been shoved into furnaces and incinerated
into our air, and trash has been stuffed into cargo
containers and shipped to the other side of the
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planet. In each of these typologies for territories
of disposal, an ethic is embedded. When the
connection between germs and health was made
in the 1850s, Americans started shipping trash to
islands, in an effort to create physical distance from
refuse. When America could no longer ignore the
impacts of pollution from increasingly poisonous
litter and landfills in the late 1960s, recycling was
introduced as a widespread alternative. The following
pages detail a timeline of American territories of
trash, and how our output volume and cultural
perspectives shaped the landscape.
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1910s USING TRASH AS
FILL Experiments begin to
pile trash into marshes,
bays, and rivers in order to
create usable ground for
construction
1912 PIGGERIES
Pig farmers take organic
garbage materials from
cities, cook it, and feed it to
their pigs.
1885 AMERICA’S FIRST
LARGE SCALE TRASH
INCINCERATOR
Built on Governor’s Island,
NY

24

1920s SANITARY
ENGINEERS Cities begin
hiring sanitary engineers to
manage trash. Waste is
managed primarily by
municipalities.

1937 AMERICA’S FIRST
SANITARY LANDFILL
Opens in Fresno, CA

1945 WASTE BOOM Profit
driven industries encourage
consumption and waste, Big
businesses take over waste
management, replacing
municipalities.

1960s MT. TRASHMORE
Trash at landfills literally
begins piling into massive
mountains, no longer
capable of being kept out
of sight. Trash begins
attracting public attention.

1971 AMERICA’S FIRST
RECYCLING PLANT Opens
in Franklin, Ohio
1975 AMERICA’S FIRST
WASTE TO ENERGY
PLANT Opens in Ames,
Iowa
1980s GLOBAL WASTE
TRADE
Global waste trade leads to
America exporting much of its
waste and recycling overseas
to China and other nations
willing to take to the burden.

1990 LANDFILL PARK
PROJECTS OPEN
Discussions on how to reuse
capped landfills culminate in
several landfill to park projects,
including DeKorte Park in New
Jersey, and Danehy Park in
Cambridge, MA

2018 OPERATION
NATIONAL SWORD
China enacts new regulations
that prohibit the import of any
recycling that exceeds a 0.5%
contamination rate. Most
recycling from America has a
25% contamination rate. 40%
of American recycling now has
nowhere to go.

2005 - 2014 SINGLE
STREAM RECYCLING
Single Stream recycling is
adopted by almost 80% of
American communities. More
Items are put into recycling
bins, but this leads to higher
contamination rates.
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1700s - 1800

1800 - 1850s

During early colonial American history, trash was

Trash becomes associated with class status.

mostly considered an inconvenience. Unwanted

Americans with homes begin to place an aesthetic

materials were dumped into oceans and rivers, as

value on the cleanliness and tidiness of their

well as into alleys and streets. In cities, waste could

neighborhoods and houses. Places with lots of

pile knee deep with animal carcasses, human waste

trash are considered poorer and possessing less

and rotting garbage. This was the norm, and other

“moral character.” Front yards are kept clear of

than being an impediment for the movement of

trash, and household rubbish is buried in backyards

pedestrians and carriages, was tolerated.

to be kept out of sight. It’s during this time period
that major cleanup operations begin in cities. Street
sweepers and sanitation workers are employed.
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1850s - 1910ss

1910 - 1945

A major scientific breakthrough occurs, establishing

During the 1910s Americans started implementing

the connection between germs and disease.

more construction projects that relied on using trash

Garbage is now categorized as a health hazard and

as fill. Coastlines were changed, as bays, marshes,

spaces of disposal go from merely being invisible to

and rivers were filled in to create usable land.

being more distant. It’s around this time that cities

Incineration continued, but complaints about air

like New York and Boston begin shipping their trash

quality and smell created pressure for alternative

to islands. Incineration of trash becomes more

trash solutions. Municipalities begin hiring sanitation

common, but fills the air with foul odors and smoke.

engineers, and eventually sanitary landfills replace

This period of time also witnesses two World Wars,
during which Americans learn to reduce food waste,
and conserve any material that could be valuable
for the war effort.

informal dumps.

The dark smoke plume in the background is the
incinerator located on Governor’s Island, operating
at full capacity. Circa 1900. Photographer Robert
Bracklow, image courtesy Museum of the City of
New York.
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Left: View of garbage disposal plant at the foot of 60th
Street and the East River, 1946. Photo by the Wurts
Brothers, courtesy the Museum of the City of New
York
Right: An early 1940s poster entitled 'Wanted For
Victory' depicts a family as they sort 'waste paper, old
rags, scap metals, [and] old rubber' for reuse in the
war effort. Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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1945 - 1970

1970 - 1990s

After the war ended America underwent a massive

mountains of waste that were an eyesore, and

The public had witnessed the detrimental impact of

boom in consumption, leading to an increase of

during the 1960s the environmental toll of landfills

pollution on the environment, and started to reform

waste. In fact, waste was encouraged, and

became increasingly apparent. Many of the new

the existing waste system. Recycling became an

disposable products were celebrated for their

products Americans were buying and then throwing

encouraged practice, offering the promise of

convenience. The ability to use and then

away were produced with chemicals and materials

sustainable material flows, and that consumption

immediately dispose of items saved Americans

no previous landfills had contained. Groundwater

was “okay” because used material could be

time, and allowed companies to keep selling more

became contaminated, and the ecosystem was

recycled. During this time, most recycling programs

product. Existing landfills started piling so high with

polluted by litter.

required sorting of materials by the user.

trash that several received unofficial titles of “Mt.
Trashmore”. The landscape now had artificial

Freshkills Landfill, 1973. Gary Miller photographer

30

A woman recycling plastics in separate recycling
containers at the Santa Monica Recycling Center,
California, 1992. Joe Sohm/Visions of America/
Universal Images Group/Getty Images
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1990s - 2017
Landfills were seen as an eyesore on the landscape,
and several landfill-to-park projects began during
this time. To increase the number of people
recycling, many programs switched to single stream
recycling, which meant recycling bins were fuller but
also more contaminated with non-recyclable
materials. Recycling markets overseas were
booming and willing to accept contaminated
material.

A rendering of a future bird-watching platform in
Freshkills Park. James Corner Field Operations
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Recycled materials being stacked at facility in Costa
Rica. EZEQUIEL BECERRA/AFP/GETTY IMAGES
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2017 - 2020

THE PRESENT

Now, the state of our existing recycling system is in
turmoil. Stricter regulations passed in 2018 in China
brought the export of recycling to a screeching
halt. Our single stream recycling system continued
producing output that was too contaminated with
non-recyclable material to be processed by domestic
recycling markets. With dwindling alternatives,
America’s trash has accumulated even more rapidly
into landfills that are swiftly reaching capacity.
Recycling programs in towns across America have
been cancelled. Densely populated states like Rhode
Island, Connecticut, and Massachusetts export
their waste to less-regulated landfills in the more
rural state of New Hampshire, which now faces
concerns over having enough space for its own
trash. Proposals for siting new landfills are met with
tremendous opposition, and detrimental waste sites
like incinerators and landfills are often burdened onto
less affluent and politically powerful communities,
where they pose pervasive environmental health
hazards.
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has generated
even more disposable plastic waste in the form
of masks and medical equipment. Food waste is
abundant too: with schools and restaurants closed,
farms that once depended on those institutions
as customers have no accessible customer base.
Produce is left to rot in the fields, while a supply
chain ravaged by panic buying leaves some grocery
store shelves bare. Faced with the prospect of
resource scarcity, many Americans have completely
reworked their consumption and disposal habits,
turning to more self-reliant options like backyard
gardening, limited shopping during quarantine, and
conservation of materials.
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What we’ve learned from the past two centuries
is that these kinds of shifts in volume of waste,
material, and attitude toward disposal have
precipitated in new landscape typologies for
territories of trash. The next step in the evolution of
our relationship with waste is at hand. Solutions to
this impending problem will require changes at the
manufacturing and supply level, and they will also
be predicated on changes in behavior. Landscape
architects and urban designers have a critical role to
play in this moment. We can shape the spaces that
inform behavior, and cultivate typologies for disposal
that completely reorient our cultural and proximal
relationship with trash.

Workers sort recycling material at a waste
management facility in Elkridge, Maryland. SAUL
LOEB/AFP/GETTY IMAGES
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Resource Streams of the
Global Economy

EXTRACTED RESOURCES
93 Billion Tons

TOTAL RESOURCES ENTERING THE GLOBAL ECONOMY

44.8

Long Lasting
Material such as
Buildings and
Infrastructure
23.7

Biomass

Mobility

11.9

REUSED
RESOURCES

31.6

18.3

Services 6.3

Housing

10.6

Fossil
Fuels
Healthcare 4

41.8

Ores
Communication 2.8

Minerals

Consumables

Nutrition

10.7

22.2

CARBON EMISSIONS
POLLUTION
LANDFILLS
INCINCERATION

only 9.3 billion tons

Reuseables

9.3

68.4
Billion tons

GLOBAL RESOURCE STREAMS
Data Taken from National Geographic Magazine
March 2020.
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The Field
Guide
to Trash
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Types of Trash

WASTE
Waste can refer both to land or material that is
deemed “unusable”.
I. Waste or desert land. Uninhabited (or sparsely
inhabited) and uncultivated country; a wild and
desolate region, a desert, wilderness.
II. A piece of land not cultivated or used for any
purpose, and producing little or no herbage or wood.
In legal use spec. a piece of such land not in any
man’s occupation, but lying common.
III. Waste matter, refuse.
Refuse matter; unserviceable material remaining over
from any process of manufacture; the useless
by-products of any industrial process; material or
manufactured articles so damaged as to be useless
or unsaleable.
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Food Waste
The organic residues generated by
the handling, storage, sale,
preparation, cooking, and serving
of foods, commonly called
garbage.
The EPA categorizes landfilled materials into several
different categories. this includes
Food Waste - 21.9%

Plastics - 19.2%
Paper and Cardboard - 13.1%
Metals - 9.9%
Wood - 8.7%
Textiles - 8.0%
Yard Trimmings - 6.2%
Glass - 4.9%
Rubber and Leather 3.5%
Misc. - 4.6%
It’s important to note that Food Waste and Yard
Trimmings comprise over 28% of all material
landfilled each year in the United States. both
of these materials can be readily composted or
anaerobically digested as an alternative to landfilling,
but source separation is key.
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Spaces of
Disposal

There are several spaces inside the home devoted to
waste disposal. This can include various trash cans,
usually one in the bathroom and one in the kitchen.
Many households also keep separate receptacles for
recycling and compost. Some households invest in
appliances such as trash compactors and garbage
disposals. These receptacles are designed to minimize the sights and smells of trash, and are typically
tucked into cabinets under countertops.
Outside the house, waste management varies by
population density.
Single households may collect their trash from inside
the home into a single large barrel outside the house
which they bring to the curb for weekly collection.
Apartments may have a communal dumpster into
which individuals dispose of their personal trash.
Trash accumulates and then is emptied weekly.
Public spaces are typically equipped with trash cans
near the curb. These are managed either by a municipality or a waste management company.
Contents of trash cans and dumpsters are collected
and brought to a transfer station.
Waste material from the transfer station is brought to
the landfill or incinerator. This is sometimes exported
out of state.
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Disposal methods, from most- to least-preferred.

Source Reduction
Recycling and Reuse
Composting
Waste to Energy
Incineration
Landfilling

Dumpster spaces are often shielded with
fencing and privacy screens to hide what is
considered an eyesore, and designate the
boundaries of a space of disposal.
Photos by author, in and around Providence, RI and Concord, NH
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COLLECTION
Garbage or trash collection as a verb carries
connotations of industrious service in the face of our
wastefulness and disposal of worthless material. Yet
on its own, the word “collection” as a noun lends
inherent value to the items therein.
Collection (noun)
an organized group of objects acquired and
maintained for study, exhibition, or personal pleasure
Collect (verb)
to gain emotional or mental control of
to gradually form into a layer, pile, or mass
to bring together from several sources into a single
volume or list
to bring together in one body or place
Collection (verb)
transitive. To collect, make into a collection.
According to the Code of Federal Regulations,
“Collection means the act of removing solid waste (or
materials which have been separated for the purpose
of recycling) from a central storage point.” This can
also refer to specific spatial typologies where
collection occurs.
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Alley collection
means the collection of solid waste from containers
placed adjacent to or in an alley.

Carryout collection
means collection of solid waste from a storage area
proximate to the dwelling unit(s) or establishment.

Curb collection
means collection of solid waste placed adjacent to a
street. This can include an informal gesture such as
leaving free items out for anyone willing to take them.
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Blended Spaces

A blended space is where we see both acts of
acquisition and disposal. Kevin Lynch discusses
the rural town dump as one such space in his book
Wasting Away, as it is a space where a person can
go to dispose of unwanted material, as well find new
material left in informal “Take it or leave it” areas.
As a thought experiment for this thesis, rather than
designing a space of disposal to accommodate
acquisition, why not consider the inverse? How
might a space of consumption be better designed for
blending disposal and reuse?

The shopper is not merely there to consume; they
participate in an exchange of material resources in a
public social setting.
This design move would bring “trash" out of the
margins and into an active, highly visible space.
disposed matter would be on par with “commodity”
in the new grocery stores, as people witness for
themselves its immediate reuse, repair, sale, or
utilization as fuel.

Lets think of the grocery store. Rather than a palace
of consumption, the grocery store and surrounding
property would become a location of exchange.
People drop off their empty containers to be washed,
sanitized, and refilled with the products they came
to buy. They bring their cans to redeem for cash,
and then can put that cash toward their grocery bill.
The grocery store is already a source of food waste,
and that waste could be anaerobically digested and
composted in on-site waste-to-energy structures or
composters; any other waste people brought could
be sold as scrap (paper, cardboard, and metal) or
incinerated and used as heat and electricity.
This new facility would establish a direct visual and
tactile connection between what a person discards
when they arrive, and what they collect to bring back
home with them. Household inputs and outputs are
manifested physically in one weekly errand. The
visitor can see and feel for themselves how many
bags they brought in, and how many bags they
brought out.
56
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DUMPSTER DIVING

SCAVENGING
Easily the most contentious word in this thesis.
Scavenge, as defined by the Environmental
Protection Agency’s Code of Federal Regulations
means “the uncontrolled and unauthorized removal
of materials at any point in the solid waste
management system.” Historically, it has meant “to
extract and collect (anything that can be used or
eaten) from discarded material, or To borrow; to
thieve; to search through rubbish for (left-overs or
unwanted objects).” (scavenge, v.” OED Online.
Oxford University Press, September 2019. Web. 20
October 2019.) The legal designation of scavenging
as “uncontrolled and unauthorized” emphasizes the
relationship society has with trash. To search through
or extract material from trash is subversive and
deviant. In Jeff Ferrell’s book, The Empire of

Scrounge he comments that “Many view this as
morally marginal: to pick through the city’s trash is to
engage in all manner of unpleasant questions about
cleanliness, propriety, danger, and deviant career.”
(Ferrell, Jeff. Empire of Scrounge inside the Urban
Underground of Dumpster Diving, Trash Picking, and
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Street Scavenging. New York University Press, 2006.)
Scavenger was once an official job title for someone
who was employed to clean the streets. Now it
carries a derogatory tone.
“Scavenger” can also refer to an animal that feeds on
the carcasses of other animals, dead plants, or
garbage. This is a vital ecosystem service, and a
testament to resourcefulness, but culturally speaking
a scavenger is seen as opportunistic in a negative
way, and many animals that scavenge are resented
and reviled. Raccoons, bears, squirrels, rats, and
crows can be seen near dumpsters, and are vectors
for disease should they come in contact with
humans. The CFR also makes specific mention of
controlling for vectors when designing spaces of
disposal.

One critical facet of this project is the idea of

looking to intercept the waste stream. For some

intervening in the one-directional waste stream.

people, dumpster diving is a treasure hunt, while for

Building on our previous concept of “scavengers” we

others it is a source of income. Dumpster diving for

must also talk about a common form of human

cans is a common practice as people can redeem

scavenging, the practice referred to as “dumpster

the cans for cash thanks to bottle bills. Artists may

diving”. The dumpster is a common waste receptacle

look through dumpsters for objects to repurpose into

in the built landscape. The large metal trash

art. Hoarders may collect objects from dumpsters

containers were developed in the 1930s to allow

due to mental illness. Some people (known as

mechanical lifting and upending into a dump truck.

Freegans) also collect food from dumpsters. (Rathje,

They are most often situated at the edges of parking

William L., and Carl A. Zimring. Encyclopedia of

lots for easy access by garbage trucks. Typically,

Consumption and Waste : The Social Science of

they contain the refuse of several households, or one

Garbage. SAGE Publications, Inc, 2012.) This

or more businesses. In urban areas they are usually

practice raises concerns about liability, safety, and

placed outside apartment complexes, dormitories, or

ownership. Some businesses lock their dumpsters

businesses. Temporary dumpsters are set up near

or fence them in. It is necessary in this context to ask

construction and demolition sites. In rural areas, a

the question of when an item ceases to be private

series of dumpsters might be placed outside towns

property. Does ownership transfer to the waste

where individuals without garbage service dump their

management provider the moment an item is placed

refuse. According to Jeff Ferrell, they also represent

in the dumpster, or is there an in-between period

the comingling of private and public. Dumpsters are

prior to pickup? Timing is important to dumpster

a shared space for private property that has been

diving.

discarded. The volume of refuse that dumpsters
contain makes them attractive spots for people
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COMPOST
Composting in solid waste management systems is
the decomposition and stabilization of the organic
fraction of municipal solid waste (MSW) carried out
by a microbial community under controlled, aerobic
conditions. Though composting has been practiced
by people since they first settled in agricultural communities, it has emerged as a centralized waste management method that reduces the volume of waste
and yields a valuable product - compost - which can
be applied as a nutrient-rich soil additive for farming. However, in order for this practice to work as
intended, there needs to be deliberate separation
and sorting of garbage at the moment of its creation. If organic material is mixed with other types of
trash, there is a risk that heavy metals, toxic organic
compounds, or inorganic materials will contaminate
the organic waste. Inclusion of these substances in a
compost pile threatens the biodegradation process
and makes the use of the resulting compost hazardous.
Source: (Rathje, William L., and Carl A. Zimring. Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste : The Social
Science of Garbage. SAGE Publications, Inc, 2012.)

Photo credit: Veteran Compost. As Featured in the
Baltimore Fishbowl September 2019
60
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Anaerobic Digestion
Another option for dealing with food wastes is
anaerobic digestion - a form of waste treatment
that involves the controlled decomposition of
biodegradable and organic wastes. The main outputs
of this process are methane, which is considered a
renewable form of energy, and a possible fertilizer
rich in nitrogen, known as “digestate.” Consequently,
anaerobic digestion has played a significant role
throughout the world as an alternative to the open
dump, modern landfill, or incinerator, all of which
represent waste treatment systems with considerably
greater environmental risks.
Digestion requires availability of food scaps and
other organic inputs, like animal waste, in order to
operate efficiently.
Source: Rathje, William L., and Carl A. Zimring.
Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste : The
Social Science of Garbage. SAGE Publications,
Inc,2012.

Vermont Technical College’s anaerobic digester
turns waste into methane that is burned to produce
electricity. Vermont Tech photo as featured in VT
Digger September 2019
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Take it or Leave it
One recurring phenomenon on curbs all around the
United States are the “free” items informally left at
the threshold between public and private space.
This practice is rarely regulated and relies on users’
flexibility and timing. Items that are no longer wanted
or needed by an owner, but arguably still usable to
someone else, are left out at the curb for anyone to
take.
This is separate from the more structured garage or
yard sale, where the owner will monitor and barter
for their belongings on their property. By staging an
item at the edge of the property, verging into public
space, the owner implies a relinquishing of property
unto the public for anyone to take as they want. This
operates on a first-come, first-served basis.
This practice can also be frequently witnessed at
rural and suburban transfer stations. A designated
“take it or leave it” area will house items that are
up for grabs for anyone who wants them, rather
than being immediately thrown away. In some
municipalities, these spaces are celebrated as
a community resource, while in others they are
outlawed as a liability concern and disruption
of disposal facilities. Portsmouth, RI recently
discontinued its transfer stations’ “take it or leave it”
space for this reason.
Virtual versions of this exchange can occur on sites
like craigslist, which broadens the pool of available
users and streamlines the opportunity for bartering
and exchange.

Photo by Author, Free Couch in Providence, RI 2020

64

65

Territories of Trash

The Dump Store
A more formal and structured version of the “take it
or leave it” area is the dump store, though depending
on who you ask and where you are the establishment
will have different names. Different from an antique
store, a dump store will have literal proximity to a
town dump or transfer station, and the items therein
may have been rescued from the brink of disposal.
Economic status plays an interesting role in these
establishments, as the cast-off material from more
affluent neighborhoods and towns is often more
valuable than the material disposed of in less-affluent
spaces.
“The Dumptique” on Martha’s Vineyard is one
example of such a space. Though considered by
some an open secret, the establishment is open to
tourists and year round islanders alike. Wellesley,
MA also has a popular reusable area, but complaints
from residents about “strangers” coming to shop
the wealthy suburb’s discarded goods prompted the
facility to install a license plate reading system, and
signage that makes clear the space is for residents
only.

Photo by Michelle Gross - Martha’s Vineyard Times
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Redemption Centers
It’s important to explore the possibility of a
financial incentive for recycling, rather than merely
punishments for failing to do so. One common
example in the U.S. right now is “bottle bills,” more
formally Container Deposit/Refund Legislation. These
require retailers to pay a deposit for each can or
bottle they purchase from distributors. Consumers
then pay the deposit to retailers. Consumers can
redeem the cans and bottles at a store for the
deposit. Critics claim that the redemption price is
not high enough to incentivise consumers to make a
special trip to redemption centers. Another criticism
is that effort only impacts a small percentage of the
waste stream.
However, some benefits of redemption include
promoting consumer and manufacturer responsibility,
as well as providing a recycling opportunity for
people without access to curbside recycling.
Also, it is important to note that materials collected
from can and bottle redemption are cleaner and less
broken than materials from curbside recycling, since
they have been carefully separated by users.
Bottle bills provide a financial incentive for recycling
and thus increase recycling rates. They also divert
waste from landfills, prevent litter, and create jobs.
Source: THE LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS
Murphy, Pamela, et al. The Garbage Primer. Lyons &
Burford, 1993.

Photo by Author: Big Y Redemption Center, Monroe
Connecticut, 2019
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Site:
Concord, NH
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How much does the average
NH resident throw away every
day?

How much does the average
NH resident throw away every
Year?

Per Capita Annual 2018
Trash Average = 1,820.00 lbs
Per Capita Daily 2018
Trash Average = 4.98 lbs
(About as heavy as 4 copies of
this book)
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How much trash does the
entire city of Concord, NH
generate in a single day?

How much trash does the
entire city of Concord, NH
generate in a year?

Per Capita Daily 2018
x Population of Concord, NH (~43,400 people)

78,988,000 lbs
or
39,494 Tons
208,320 lbs

Concord Trash Per Day
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Types Of Trash Per Year

Alternative options for disposal...
Food Waste - 21.9%
Composting

Plastics - 19.2%

Food waste and yard trimmings make
up 28.1% of all landfilled material.
By separating out organic materials
during disposal, Concord residents
could divert 22,195,628 lbs of material
from landfills. If composted, this
material could yield 44,390 yards of
usable compost every year.

Anaerobic Digesting
Food waste can also be processed
in an anaerobic digester to produce
energy, a possible alternative to fossil
fuels.

Paper and Cardboard - 13.1%
Metals - 9.9%

Recycling

Wood - 8.7%
Textiles - 8.0%
Yard Trimmings - 6.2%

Paper, metals, glass, and wood can
be repurposed and used either as
fuel or processed into new products.
Plastics can be recycled as well, but
this has proven very difficult given
contamination issues.

Glass - 4.9%
Rubber and Leather - 3.5 %
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Why does New Hampshire
landfill more material than
any other northeastern
state?

Projected Solid Waste Disposal Need vs.
Available New Hampshire Landfill Capacity

Due to the continuous flow of trash from surrounding states, NH landfills are rapidly
reaching capacity, and conversations about expanding existing landfills or siting new
ones are met with tremendous opposition. At this rate, NH will have more trash than
landfill space by 2025

NH (2.03) Tons accepted per capita

2,500,000

NH (2.03) Tons accepted Per capita including out of state sources
NH (0.91) Tons disposed per capita exclusively by in state sources

PA (1.73)
ME (1.29), NJ (1.28)

2,000,000

North Country Environmental Services
Landfill Closes in 2021

VT (0.91), RI (0.91), NY (0.90)

Mt. Carberry
Landfill Closes in 2025

MA (0.88)
CT (0.41)

Projected Disposal Need 1,500,000

Turnkey Landfill
Closes in 2034

1,000,000

Because almost 50%
of material landfilled
in New Hampshire is
imported from
nearby states
More populated states like
Connecticut, Rhode Island, and
Massachusetts passed their own
stringent landfill restrictions but
export their trash to New Hampshire
where disposal is less expensive
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500,000

2020

2025

Projected disposal need is based on a waste disposal rate of 5.8 pounds per
person per day (which includes imports) as calculated by NHDES using 2018
disposal facility data and an estimated waste export rate of 14% plus one
standard deviation and population projections from the New Hampshire office
of strategic initiatives dated September 2016.￼

2030

2035

Projected disposal capacity is based on design capacity for each permitted
disposal facility and calculated based on the assumption that landfill operators
fill at the maximum rate allowed by permit and close on the date of minimum
life expectancy. The projections do not include limited private facilities or
unlined landfills. These assumptions result in a worst case scenario projection
of disposal capacity.￼
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Within the next 5 years

80

New Hampshire will
run out of
landfill space
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How can New Hampshire
address its impending waste
crisis?
New Hampshire has fallen behind other states in
terms of its disposal practices. Nowhere in the state
is there a Material Recovery Facility for sorting single
stream recycling. Nor does New Hampshire have a
commercial composting facility permitted for meat
and dairy. Existing landfills are rapidly filling with
trash from southern New England, and within the
next 5 years New Hampshire will run out of space for
its own trash.
The state of New Hampshire has an opportunity
to reinvent its waste system to address dwindling
landfill capacity. State representatives have issued
recommendations for fostering private recycling
operations, and suggest municipalities provide
citizens with their own recycling information and
tools.
As a way of demonstrating alternative approaches
to disposal, the following chapter considers scale
comparisons, metrics, and case studies that could
be reconfigured for operation in Concord, New
Hampshire’s capital city. The volumes and types of
waste evaluated previously in this chapter will be
applied and referenced for scale and feasibility.
The site selected for testing is the Steeplegate
Mall and surrounding shopping plaza in Concord.
While the mall itself is underutilized and in need
of re-purposing, it is surrounded by big box retail
stores that Concord residents, as well as residents
of the more rural towns to the north, rely on for
their shopping needs. In an application of one of
the framing concepts of this thesis, this site would
make a fascinating testing ground for disposal and
recycling operations because of its promise for
overlapping spaces of disposal and acquisition.
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Considerations...
New Hampshire does not currently
have an in-state Material Recovery
Facility.
Nor does it have a commercial
composting operation permitted for
meat and dairy.
It is also low on state funding for its
waste division, so the government
would prefer solutions that rely on
private industries rather than taxpayer
money.

83

Territories of Trash

Site Context
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Existing Site
Conditions

Just down the street from where I live in Concord,
NH is a mostly defunct shopping mall bordered
by relatively active big box retail stores. Much of
the space both inside and outside the building is
underutilized, consisting of sprawling parking lots
that typically stay empty. Sites like this exist all
across America, as brick and mortar retail sees a
decline, and shopping malls lose their attraction.
My design proposal involves turning the mall into a
material recovery facility, and the surrounding parking
lot into a composting operation and recycling park.
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Scale Comparisons
and Case Studies

RECOLOGY RECYCLING PARK
San Francisco, CA
35 Acres

LEXINGTON COMPOST FACILITY
Lexington, MA
25 Acres

QUANTUM BIOPOWER
Southington, CT
15 Acres

SYDHAVEN RECYCLING CENTER
Sydhaven, Denmark
10 Acres

HIGIGAYA WASTE STATION
Kamikatsu, Japan
5 Acres

VERMONT TECH ANAEROBIC DIGESTER
Randolph, VT
3 Acres

CONCORD SITE
Concord, NH
90 Acres
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Recology Recycling
Park
San Francisco, CA
The John A. Legnitto Environmental Learning Center
(ELC) at Recology San Francisco is where the
public goes to learn more about resource recovery.
ELC is utilized for class field trips, tours, and other
educational meetings.
Recology’s Education programs range from printed
signage and sorting guides to hands-on training for
local organizations and HOAs. They also partner
with schools, community groups, businesses, and
nonprofit organizations to promote environmental
programs.
They work with local organizations and agencies
to offer tours of many of our recycling facilities for
classes, businesses, and local representatives. They
also offer an Artist in Residence program.
One unique aspect of Recology versus other waste
collection companies is its emphasis on organics
separation and compost.
Source: https://www.recology.com/culturalimpact/#environmental-learning-center

Source: The Recology Website https://www.recology.com
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Sydhavn Recycling
Center
Sydhaven, Denmark
In Denmark, only 6% of disposed material is sent to
landfills. Recycling centers play a huge role in this
effort by allowing both homeowners and professional
services to bring recycling for free, and scavenge
through the material of their fellow citizens.
The BIG website describes their proposal for the
Sydhavn Recycling Center as a public space rather
than merely a piece of infrastructure. This project
represents an effort to re-imagine waste management as a lively piece of the urban fabric.
The proposal offers facilities for fitness, viewpoints,
running tracks, and fitness areas. From the ridge of
the crater, curious citizens can look into the recycling
square and observe the activity below.
The recycling center is a way to think of the neighborhood as a man-made ecosystem where there is
no distinction between front and back of house.
Source: https://big.dk/#projects-gbs

Source: BIG Website https://big.dk/#projects-gbs
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Higigaya Waste
Station
Kamikatsu, Japan
The Villiage of Kamikatsu Japan was the first in Japan
to establish a zero waste policy. As an island nation,
Japan is limited in landfill space and wanted to find
a waste solution that did not require landfilling or
incinceration.
The people of Kamikatsu were able to recycle
81% of all their refuse in 2016. They acheived this
by establishing a recycling sorting center, where
citizens bring their household waste and sort it into
45 specific categories to ensure the most efficient
processing of material.
Detailed signage with both image and text indicates
what types of material are accepted into each bin.
The sorting center has also taken on the role of an
important village social space, where residents are
likely to encounter neighbors and friends running their
weekly errands, spurring community interaction.
Source: https://www.nippon.com/en/guide-to-japan/
gu900038/the-kamikatsu-zero-waste-campaign-howa-little-town-achieved-a-top-recycling-rate.html

Source: Business Insider 2017
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The Musical Trash
Trucks of Taiwan
In order to reduce the issues with vermin and
overflowing bins in the disposal spaces of Taiwan,
the government’s environmental protection
administration developed a musical trash truck
system. Now, rather than leaving trash outside,
residents wait to hear the sound of classical music
chimed from garbage trucks on their weekly routes.
When the truck arrives, they carry their trash outside
along with their neighbors to throw their household
waste directly into the trucks.
Americans may be more familiar with this practice
from ice cream trucks, but nevertheless understand
the social opportunity that comes with flocking
outside in response to a musical vehicle.

Source: Huffpost 2017
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The Pedal People,
Northampton, MA
Pedal people is a worker-owned, human-powered
delivery and hauling service for the Northampton,
Massachusetts area.
Among their services, they offer regular recycling,
trash, and compost pickups for co-op members.
They encourage all customers who do not already
compost at home to use their compost program. The
Pedal People collect kitchen scraps with the same
regularity as recycling and trash, or users can sign up
for a compost-only service.
Users are either provided a 5 gallon bucket for
collecting food scraps or they may use their own.
To help keep the bucket clean, they offer a monthly
clean bucket swap for $5 per month.
Material is loaded onto a bike trailer and carted away
to the local transfer stations. Cyclists hauling trash
became a common sight in the neighborhoods of
Northampton, MA, and reduce the amount of gas
used for trash hauling.

Source: Pedal People
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Design
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Design Proposal

This design proposal serves as a speculative master
plan for a demonstration site in Concord NH. The
Project recycles underutilized retail space and
parking lots into a recycling park which actively
overlaps the experiences of disposal and acquisition,
reframes trash as a material resource (matter), and
destigmatizes reuse. The project aims to divert 75%
of local matter from landfills, generate opportunities
for economic and social exchange, provide
ecologically functional recreational space, as well as
provide an educational personal experience.

Key Design Moves
Move all existing on-site disposal
activities and spaces to the front of
buildings, in highly visible bright yellow
dumpsters.
Place disposal spaces directly adjacent
to shopping spaces to give users a
tangible experience of their resource
inputs and outputs (overlap spaces of
acquisition and disposal).

Recycle existing underutilized spaces
(unused parking lots and empty mall)
into parkland and productive facilities.
Create raised spaces that facilitate
observation of site activities and
material flows.
Incorporate torn-up asphalt into site
features.

This will be achieved by curating a selection of
blended space typologies, inspired by real world
case studies and unified on site by an infinity loop
formal structure that guides user experience and
provides moments of collection, circulation, and
revelation as an immersive spectacle. The end result
will be a revitalized retail park that simultaneously
functions as a highly social, human-scale material
recovery facility and community material hub.
This Design Proposal chapter includes several
design assets. The master plan, design process,
and experientially driven design-based vignettes
are site-specific, but this chapter also includes a
pallet of proposed typologies that can be adapted
and applied to suit other American peri-urban and
suburban cities and towns. Metrics are provided for
comparison.
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Design Principles

De-stigmatize Reuse

Create New Jobs and
Economic opportunities

Blend Spaces of Disposal
and Consumption

Provide Public Recreational
Space and Social Centers

Divert 75% of Material from
Landfills
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Support Productive Habitat
and Vegetated Landscapes
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Existing Site

Proposed Site

11

13

10

12
11
10

12

1
14

1

2

9

2

9

14
13

3

4

3

5

15

4

5

15

6

1. Steeplegate Mall
2. Shaws Grocery Store
3. Home Depot
4. Verizon and Mens Wearhouse
5. Michaels Arts and Crafts
6. Ocean State Job Lot
7. Best Buy
8. Target
9. TD Bank
10. Conservation Land
11. Concord Regal Movie Theater
12. Applebees
13. Chipotle
14. Starbucks
15. NH Highland Games Office
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7

6
8

7

8

1. Resource Recovery Facility
2. Shaws Grocery Store
3. Home Depot
4. Visitors Center
5. Michaels Arts and Crafts
6. Ocean State Job Lot
7. Best Buy
8. Target
9. Anaerobic Digester Facility
10. Reclamation Station
11. Market Flex Space
12. Salvage Garden Trails
13. Construction Material Sorting
14. Salvage Garden Playground
15. Community Garden
16. Residential Food Scrap Bike Trail
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Reclamation Stations, The
Overlap, Matter Market,
the Gastropark

Compost Causeway, Composting and
Digesting Operation

Skylight Meadows and
Resource Recovery Facility

Salvage Garden Park
Walking Trails
Retail

Site Plan
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Overlapping zones with the
unifying loop formal structure
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Shoppers might stay mostly in the retail area while
also returning their packaging products.

Retail Zone
The existing retail areas highlighted here remains
more or less the same, but with a slight reduction in
parking lot area.

Visitors can make use of the compost causeway,
park, and rooftop skylight meadows.

Workers will navigate the interior of the material
recovery facility, the composting and digesting
operations, as well as operating machinery in the
retail disposal areas.
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The Overlap
The Overlap zone is home to reclamation stations,
where shoppers and visitors return their packaging
materials. There is also flex space for markets and
food trucks for pop-up events. Disposal areas
normally located behind stores are moved to the
front where their contents and use remain visible and
accessible for intervention. This zone overlaps with
the park, where a series of mounds act as vantage
points for seeing into the large roll-off dumpsters
kept on site.
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Salvage Garden
The Salvage Garden is the park area between
the retail and resource recovery operations. It is
comprised of a series of mounds which are formally
reminiscent of not only landfills - but also echo the
formal language of the compost windrows on the
other side of the site.
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Material Recovery
Facility and Skylight
Meadow
The Rooftop Meadow utilizes an existing skylight
channel in the roof of the Steeplegate Mall. Visitors
can wander among wildflower beds and follow along
with the sorting and separation of material occurring
inside the structure. Rooftop edges also provide
opportunities to see material come in and out of the
facility.
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Compost Causeway
The Causeway provides visual spectacle for
the composting operation. Visitors walk along a
metal grate bridge that passes over the compost
windrows, which release steam as they are turned by
specialized machinery. This structure circles the site,
and provides access to the rooftop skylight meadow.
The design of the causeway harkens back to my
central framing metaphor of the tree, and overlap of
space.
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Food Waste
Collection Bike
Route
The Food collection bike route establishes a
specially marked bike trail through the main roads
and neighborhoods surrounding the site. Not only
does this guide users to the site, it demarcates the
route traveled by food scrap collection workers.
Workers are equipped with a special bell and bright
yellow cart on their bikes which they ride through
the neighborhood and ring to announce food scrap
pick up. Residents then carry food scraps from their
kitchen to load into the cart, which is then hauled
back to the site to be composted or loaded into the
anaerobic digester. This is part of a participatory
spectacle that extends throughout surrounding
neighborhoods, and which all are free to participate.
Other Neighborhood activities include the annual
“Spring Gleaning” event, which functions as a
neighborhood wide Scavenging extravaganza.
Residents can leave unwanted items out unbagged
to be scavenged and shared for free by their
neighbors out for a stroll in the neighborhood.
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What does this project accomplish in terms of numbers?
Reduce Impervious Surface by
1,503,000 sqft
Add 24 Acres of Public Park Space
Add a 1 Acre Community Garden
Produce 37,000 yards of Compost Every Year.
Retail $35 dollars per yard = $1,300,530.00
Generate Energy to power 700 Homes
Create 125 jobs on-site
Reduce Total Landfilled material from The city of
Concord by 75%
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my trashy thesis.
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